Heirs of the Symbolists
that the abuse of love has meant the denial of life is treated
as a musician might handle it, although perhaps never as
directly. It is implied rather than stated, but die suggested idea
is introduced, counterpointed, repeated, complicated, trans-
posed and developed with musicianly skill and symphonic
effect.
The romantic legend on which the poem is based derives
from the fertility myths of Tammuz, Osiris, and Adonis,
translated into Christian symbolism. The tale relates how
potency is magically restored to the sick Fisher King, and
fertility brought back to the land over which he reigns, a land
laid waste by a drought sympathetically connected with his
malady. The cure is effected by the Pure Knight, who fares
forth to the Chapel Perilous to find the Lance and the Grail,
obvious phallic symbols, representing the instruments of life.
The poem is further complicated by the fact that it offers the
material implicit in the legend as present to the consciousness
of Tiresias, the seer who has been both man and woman, and
who has foreknown and foresuffered all. This Tiresias is
aware, moreover, not only of the dooms that Homer sang, but
of the history of the ensuing three thousand years, and of all
that went before, as grasped by a contemporary who looks at
the war-stricken world, remembering the work of Freud and
Frazer3 along with the vision of Dante and the wisdom of the
Rig-Veda.
None of the symbolism in the poem is fortuitous, though
much of it is obscure. Thus the Tarot pack, which superficially
appears to have no relation to ancient myth or modern scepti-
cism and despair, is a pack of cards, still used by gypsies for
telling fortunes, which may be traced back to an ancient
Egyptian calendar recording the rise and fall of the Nile, and
to a Chinese monument commemorating the recession of the
waters of the Flood. Thus 'Madame Sosostris, famous clair-